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Elk, Mule Deer, Antelope
The planning area provides habitat for nearly all the game
species recognized in Montana. Elk, mule deer and ante-
lope are widespread and fairly common. Elk numbers have
expanded until recently and were generally above Montana
FWP Elk Plan population objectives in many herd units.
Populations have been reduced, and most units have now
stabilized within plan objectives. Mule deer populations have
declined and rebounded at least twice since the late 1970s.
Current populations appear to be increasing. Antelope num-
bers have remained generally static during the 1980s and
1990s although current numbers are somewhat lower than
average in some areas. These three big game species travel
widely throughout the area between seasonal habitats, with
major winter habitat occurring on public and private lands.
Montana FWP winter game ranges at Wall Creek, Robb
Ledford and the East Fork of Blacktail Creek sustain sig-
nificant numbers of wintering elk, mule deer and to a lesser
degree antelope. General migration corridors for these spe-
cies are fairly well identified. Extensive interchange between
elk and mule deer populations in Montana and Idaho oc-
curs across the Continental Divide, with animals using winter
habitat in Montana and summer habitat in Idaho, and the
reverse.

Habitat condition is generally not a limiting factor for mule
deer or elk populations. Forage availability is sufficient on
most elk winter habitats although as numbers continue to
increase, competition with livestock on the same areas will
become more pronounced. Utilization studies on major win-
ter habitats in Dyce Creek, E.F. Blacktail Creek, Price Creek,
Ramshorn Creek, E.F. Blacktail Creek, Barton Gulch and

Camp Creek show relatively little competition for forage
between elk and cattle. Big sagebrush canopy and condi-
tion is sufficient to provide forage and cover on mule deer
and antelope winter habitats area-wide, although localized
areas (Sweetwater Basin, Centennial Valley) are not meet-
ing the seasonal needs of these species as a result of past
sagebrush burning on all ownerships, competing livestock
use, or habitat fragmentation. Mule deer have been displaced
from some sagebrush winter range where elk have taken
advantage of increased herbaceous forage availability re-
sulting from prescribed fire. Big game security in forested
areas is considered in all forestry projects. Relatively small
timber stands that are surrounded by or adjacent to open
habitats with high open road densities inherently cannot meet
most recognized big game security cover standards. How-
ever, the availability of dense cover in many Douglas-fir
habitats (encroachment) is currently sufficient to provide
some degree of effective hiding cover during hunting sea-
sons.

Pronghorn antelope distribution has changed relatively little
since the early 1980s, but numbers have fluctuated substan-
tially. Habitat suitability is adequate to provide seasonal
antelope needs in most areas, although localized areas with
reduced sagebrush canopy and composition limit antelope
use, particularly for winter habitat (Big Sheep Creek Basin,
Sweetwater Basin). Barrier fences that inhibit or prevent
free movement to all big game but particularly antelope are
a concern area-wide. Fence modification has occurred in
some areas but has not addressed all known barrier fences.

White-Tailed Deer
White-tailed deer have increased in the planning area since
the late 1970s partially as a result of changes in agricultural
practices in the major river valleys, and population expan-
sion. Significant numbers occur throughout the Ruby River
watershed, below Divide in the Big Hole River corridor,
along the Beaverhead River below Clark Canyon dam, and
all along the Jefferson River. White-tails have expanded into
nearly all surrounding habitat from these areas in varying
numbers, with occurrences documented in the upper Cen-
tennial Valley on Red Rock Lakes NWR, in Lima Peaks,
and Big Sheep Creek Basin, upper Horse Prairie and Black-
tail Creek. This expansion has intruded into seasonal and
yearlong mule deer habitat, particularly lower elevation
winter and spring habitats, and represents direct competi-
tion for food and space with mule deer, and in some areas
displacing mule deer from previously preferred habitat. The
majority of this overlap occurs on private lands and has not
been well quantified on public lands.

Moose
Moose have also increased in numbers and distribution since
the late 1970s. Moose currently occur at least seasonally
and in small numbers in all major river valleys and drain-
ages throughout the planning area wherever dense riparian
vegetation is present. Greatest concentrations occur in the

CHAPTER 3


Table 15 
Seasonal Habitat for Game Species 

in the Dillon Field Office 

Public land acreages* include habitats that normally receive 
some use during a particular season. Acreages are not 
cumulative since seasonal uses often overlap 

Species Yearlong Summer/Fall Winter/Spring 

Antelope 123,500 375,000 110,000 

Bighorn Sheep 33,000 

Elk 35,000 378,000 305,000 

Moose 260,000 32,000 

Mountain goat 5,400 

Mule Deer 115,000 365,000 259,000 

Sage grouse 647,000** 75,400 

Waterfowl 9,000 

* Mountain Foothills Grazing EIS (USDI-BLM 1980); 
Montana FWP 2002 GIS; BLM 2001 GIS 
** Montana FWP “occupied habitat” 
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